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THE MONTESSORI METHOD OF HOME AND 
SCHOOL EDUCATION 

By Professor E. T. CULVERWELL. 

A 
NEW light has appeared in the educational world. The 

wonderful advance made by Dr. Maria Montessori, of 
Rome, in the theory and practice of the home and school 
education of children up to seven years of age will place 

her name with those of Pestalozzi and Froebel as one of the greatest 
in the history of educational progress. 

This prophecy is justified on two grounds. In the first place, 
she has devised a method based on, and therefore in accord with, 
the biological principles of child development-a method which, in 
its practical application, unites those physiological and psychological 
laws of which, as educationists have gradually been finding out, every 
rational system of education must take account. In the second 
place her method proceeds along the lines which the political develop- 
ment of society inevitably dictates. Let me explain. Long ago 
Herbert Spencer pointed out that the type of education always 
follows the type of society-in a monarchical state, for instance, 
arbitrary authority will be a far more important factor in school 
discipline than in a republic. Hence the Montessori method, being 
founded on the idea of liberty, fulfils an essential condition of 
democratic education, and the future of all civilised states will be 
democratic. Furthermore, it seems to offer some security against 
the danger of democracies, that liberty may degenerate into license 
on the one hand and tyranny on the other. For in her little pupils, 
freedom soon ceases to be license and becomes self-control, which 
is developed to an extent very remarkable in such young children. 
(In this connection it may be well to state that in the Montessori 
schools the atmosphere has always been religious, and in this, so far 
as scientific psychology can offer any guidance, she has been alto- 
gether wise). Thus discipline and steady application are obtained 
without the spur of rewards or punishments, save so far as occupa- 
tion is a reward, and idle playing with toys a punishment. 

No doubt there is nothing new in this Utopian result. In other 
schools-notably that of the late Colonel Parker in America for in- 
stance-the pupils have been like a happy family, each helping the 
other, loving their teachers and loving their work so well that no ex- 
ternal motive of reward or punishment was needed. But these 
results were almost wholly due to personal qualities. You read 
Colonel Parker's book, and you feel that if you were Colonel Parker, 
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you might use his methods successfully, but that, being what you 
were, the attempt would result in chaotic disorder. 

With the Montessori method it is different. It depends on 
principles which all may learn, rather than on personal qualities which 
few possess. Dr. Montessori brought to her work scientific qualifi- 
cations hitherto unequalled among educational pioneers. About 
fifteen years ago, as assistant doctor at the Psychiatric Clinic of the 
University of Rome, she had to frequent the Insane Asylums of the 
city. She became specially interested in the thyroid treatment of 
idiot children, which was then attracting the attention of the medical 
world. Thus she was led to study the methods of education for the 
mentally deficient devised by Dr. E. Seguin, and became con 
vinced that the problem was educational rather than medical. For- 
tunately the Italian Minister of Education recognised her merit, and 
she was given the opportunity of teaching in a Medical Pedagogic 
Institute, where the idiot children from the Insane Asylums were 
brought together. Here she took charge of them for two years, and 
either taught or was present from 8 a.m. to 7 p.m. without interrup- 
tion. Becoming convinced that methods similar to those of Seguin 
would apply to normal children, she then gave up this and all other 
work to prepare herself for this task. She registered herself as a 
student of philosophy; she studied current methods for normal 
education; but above all, she devoted herself to the study of Seguin's 
work. Inspired by it, and as part of her preparation, she devised 
a method of teaching reading and writing to idiot children, which 
enabled them to pass the public examination for normal children. 

While others were marvelling that idiots could be brought to 
the standard of normal children, she was searching for the reasons 
why the normal child did not far surpass these well-taught idiots. 
She withdrew from active work among deficients, giving herself over 
to meditation and to a deeper study of S6guin and his predecessor, 
Itard, also a Frenchman. In 19o6 came her opportunity. She was 
invited to organise the infant schools of certain model tenements in 
Rome. In each school she gathered together fifty or sixty little 
tots from 2j to 6 years of age, leaving them full liberty of individual 
action. There, for eight to ten hours each day, they live and learn 
and work and eat and sleep and teach. Observe-and teach. Not 
themselves, indeed, but their teachers. That is one of the secrets 
of Dr. Montessori's success. She brought to her work high scientific 
attainments and knowledge of physiological psychology; in short, 
qualifications and gifts beyond those of any of her great predecessors, 
and then ? Then she let the little children teach her. She brings us back through the long centuries in which child nature was mis- 
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understood and mutilated to another region and an earlier time, when 
mothers pondered in their hearts the sayings and doings of their 
children; when one of the greatest of Jewish teachers wrote that he 
had learned much from his teachers, more from his fellow scholars, 
but most of all from his pupils; and when the greatest of all teachers 
said of little children, that of such was the Kingdom of Heaven. 
Thus, in reading her book,* we learn again the old lesson which all 
great thinkers teach us. In a new sense perhaps, and yet not wholly 
new, she shows us, as they do, that except we become as little 
children, casting off old prejudices and ready with receptive mind 
to receive the truth as it is in nature, we cannot enter into the King- 
dom of truth. 

It would be out of the question, within the limits of space of a 
single short article, to give any idea of the technique of the method; 
even the principle on which it is based can be indicated in outline 
only. Primarily, Dr. Montessori regards the little child as a growing 
organism, and seeks to divine the laws of its growth as much through 
observation of the child as through physiological knowledge. This 
is no new position; the more scientific among the educational phycho- 
logists have long sought to follow these lines. To this end there 
has been much observation of the pupil in school, and the 
results of many experiments, both physiological and psycholo- 
gical, have been tabulated and discussed. But Dr. Montessori 
holds, and as the writer thinks with justice, that these experi- 
periments are vitiated at the outset, because they are not 
made on children in their free and natural condition, but on 
children who have been cribbed, cabined and confined by the restric- 
tions of the schoolroom. It would be absurd indeed for the 
naturalist to study the habits of the fauna of the forest by making a 
series of careful observations on their representatives in the 
Zoological Gardens, because, deprived of their liberty, their nature 
is altered. Perhaps the analogy puts the case rather too strongly, 
yet it serves to illustrate the point. The essence of child life is 
bodily activity and movement, especially of the larger muscles; the 
essence of the schoolroom is immobility, especially of the larger 
muscles. It results that we are observing, not the free organism of 
the child in its normal condition, but rather an organism constrained 
and impeded in regard to the most fundamental of all its activities. 

Recognising this, Dr. Montessori in observing children paid 
especial attention to the signs by which one judges that the free 
spontaneous effort of the child is thwarted. She said-what is indeed 
evident to all observers of children-that to little children it is the 

*"The Montessori Method." Heinemann. 7s. 6d. net. 
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process which gives satisfaction, rather than the end: that where 
the adult looks on action or process as a means to an ulterior end, to 
the little child the process is not a means, but is itself the end. This 
is no new discovery. What is new is to recognise its importance, to 
see that this simple fact involves a radical change in the whole system 
of education. Few will be surprised at an incident she recounts:-- 
" Once I saw a baby of about a year and a half, a beautiful smiling 
child, who was working away, trying to fill a little pail by shovelling 
gravel into it. Beside him was the sort of nurse who would consider 
that she gave the child the most affectionate and intelligent care. It 
was time to go home and the nurse was patiently exhorting the child 
to leave his work and let her put him into the baby-carriage. Seeing 
that her exhortations made no impression on the little fellow's firm- 
ness, she herself fill6d the pail with gravel and set pail and baby in 
the carriage with the fixed conviction that she had given him what he 
wanted. I was struck by the loud cries of the child, and by the ex- 
pression of protest against violence and injustice which wrote itself on 
his little face. The little boy did not wish to have the pail full of 
gravel, he wished to go through the motions necessary to fill it, thus 
satisfying a need of his vigorous organism. It was the feeling of 
working towards this satisfaction which, a few moments before, had 
made his face so rosy and smiling; spiritual joy, exercise and sun- 
shine were the three rays of light ministering to his splendid life." 

But how many would have built on this a new system of educa- 
tion? Thus to grasp the significance of the most familiar facts of 
daily life, and thus successfully to apply them-that is genius. And 
it is a wise, a kindly and a humorous genius, which carries the obser- 
vation further and shews that even in adults, the mere continued 
repetition of a process may be the source of unbounded satisfaction. 

On this basis of physiological freedom the Doctoressa Montes- 
sori has founded her system. She has devised the appropriate means 
for grafting the restrained activities of civilized life on the exuberant 
nature of the child, not, as in the older methods, by checking that 
in-born enthusiasm; she directs it, or rather, by well devised environ- 
ment, she leads the child to direct it of himself. Freedom, self- 
restrained, is moral freedom, and thus in this system, and following 
these principles, we are led by a surer road than ever to character, 
as the truest end of education. 

In Trinity College, Dublin, a scholarship has been allotted to a 
student to enable her to be trained in Rome under Dr. Montessori, 
and a second Irish lady is going, at her own expense, to teach in Ire- 
land. Will the readers of The Irish Review assist in giving Irish 
children the benefit of this great regenerating influence? 
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